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STRUCTUREOFA WHITE-TAILED PRAIRIE DOGBURROW

Lvnii A. Cooke and Steven R. Svviecki"
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Mttlc piil)lislie(l intonnation is ux'ailable on

the striietuie of white-tailed prairie dog (Cijn-

onujs Ictiainis) burrows. Clark (1971, 1977)

described the stnicture of two partially exca-

vated burrows in WX-oniing, and Bums et al.

(1989) described structure and function of

another burrow in Montana. Neither of these

studies reports finding either hibernating ani-

mals or remains of known hibernators who died

o\er wint(M-. This note describes the structure of

a burrow sxstem in Colorado that had a known
histon of prairie dog use for two years prior to

excavation. Burrow excavation was undeitaken

to establish fates of t\vo juveniles who hiber-

nat(nl in tlie burrow in 19(S8 but were not

resightedin 19S9.

The excavated burrow is located on the

Arapaho National Wildlife Refuge, Walden,

Colorado (Jackson Count), T8N' R79W S5).

Dominant shrub species include greasewood

{Sarcohatiis vennindafus), rabbitbrnsh (Chn/so-

iluniuuis natiseosiis). and sagebrush {Aiieniisia

Ihdculala K Dominant grasses are wheatgrasses

(A<iropijroit spp, ). The burrow sv.stem was exca-

vated by hand in |mie 1989. During excavation

measurements were taken periodicallvof tlepth

and dimejisions of tunnels and chambers.

Four entrances wendocated (A, B, (>', and D
in Fig. 1). One of these entrances had an asso-

ciated mound. Remaining entrances opened
into semicircular pits approximateK 0.6 m in

diameter. No material had been transported

from below the surface or from tlie surrounding

surface to form a crater, as constructed bv black-

tailed prairie dogs iCi/n())tu/.s hidoviciaiuis)

(King 1955, Cincotta 'l989). All entrances.

except the mound, were filled with loose soil.

The main entrance descended from one end

of an oN'al mound 1.5 m long, 1.2 mwide, and

0.2 mhigh at an angle of 70° for approximately

0.5 m and lexeled off at a depth of 0.4-0.5 m.

Tunnels connecting entrances measured 80-

220 mmHigh and 80-200 mmwide and were

approximately circular in cross section. These

connecting tunnels were all within 0.5 mof the

surface. A tunnel leading to the nest chamber

descended further. Turning bavs, as described

by Scheffer (1937) for black-tailed prairie dogs,

were found near one entrance, D (Fig. 1).

The nest chamber tunnel descended from an

entrance without a mound (D in Fig. 1). A side

tunnel connected to the mound. After branch-

ing, the tunnel gradually descended to a maxi-

mumdepth of 1.25 m. Another branch, closer

to the nest, appeared to rise and was not e.xca-

\ated due to time constraints. The tunnel lead-

ing to the nest chamber was 1 15-150 mmwide

and 105-225 mmhigh. In front of the nest

chamber were three small chambers, 190-350

mmlong and 100-225 mmin diameter. One of

these chambers, 350 mmbefore the nest cham-

ber, contained old fecal material. \\'hitehead

(1927) reported a feces-filled chamber in a

black-tailed prairie dog burrow and suggested

prairie dogs used it to avoid drowning. The
present burrow svstem, however, had no provi-

sion to trap air if submerged (Foster 1924).

Other chambers near bends in the tunnel may
ha\e permitted animals to pass one another. No
stored food was found in an\' chambers.

An enlarged chamber was located at the end

of the bin-row svstem. This chamber had a

(k)med ceiling, a bowl-shaped floor, and mea-

sured 2 10 nun high bv 210 mmwide b\-25() mm
long, (contained within the chamlxM^ was a mass

of dry; well-chewed plant material, primarily
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SIDE VIEW

Fig. 1. Structure of excavated white-tailed prairie dog
burrow. Capital letters indicate entrances to the burrow
system. The nest chamber is indicated h\- a solid star The
location of a feces-filled chamber is indicated h\ a solid

triangle. Turning bays are indicated b\ t]>.

grasses. This was probabK- a nest chamber and

not a food storage area because the plants found

were not preferred food plants (Kelso 1939,

personal obsenation). Se\eral small out-

pocketings were found off the nest chamber.

Wliile the nest chamber and adjacent chambers

and outpocketings superficially resembled a

"maternit}^ area" as described by Burns et al.

(1989), this burrow had no known use as a

maternit)' burrow in three years prior to e.xcaxa-

tion. It did, however, resemble deep, permanent
swstems described b\- Egoscue and Frank

(1984).

Within the nest materials were skeletal

remains and an eartag of a subadult female wlio

hibernated in 1987 and was not resighted in

1988. Average frost depth in this area is betsveen

500 mmand 1 m (X'isher 1945), just abo\'e nest

chamber depth. Ju\enile males who used this

burrow as a hibemaculum in 1988 were not

resighted nor were their remains found.
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